
 United Workers:
Plight, Fight, Insight in 2021

Because we do not own or control the econ-
omy, we must work for wages or survive 

are always vulnerable to crisis. Prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic fully 80% of Americans 
were in danger of falling below the poverty 
line or becoming unemployed in their life-
time. A recent study showed nearly half of the 
people couldn’t handle a debt of $400 without 
seeking help borrowing money or selling some 
of their possessions.
 
We have lived with this hidden crisis. We 
know what it is like to stay up at night wor-
ried about losing our job or seeing our hours 
cut and wondering if we would be able to pay 

income and see the cost of living rise. And we 
know every year many die from poverty — 
from the cold and lack of shelter, dying from preventable healthcare issues, dying 
from years of malnutrition. 

United Workers recognizes that this struggle - literally life and death - was not 
caused by us. We didn’t create poverty. We say “Fight Poverty Not the Poor!” And 
to do that means uniting together the poor and dispossessed to demand Everybody 
has a Right to Live!

What Covid-19 Revealed...

December 2021



United Workers stood with Housing our Neigh-
bors (HON) to fight for the rights of our homeless 
brothers and sisters demanding housing rather 
than a return to shelters.  As we know social dis-
tancing is a critical part of preventing the spread 
of COVID-19 - and to force people back into the 
shelter system would continue to put their health 
and the health of the wider community at risk. 

With many of the protections for poor and work-
ing class people all but eliminated including ex-
panded unemployment insurance and the eviction 
moratorium and now we are facing a steep rise in 
the cost of living,  the situation for us all is much 
worse. 

In this moment United Workers and the MD Poor 
People’s Campaign organized ongoing outreach 
and eviction defense work. Outside of Baltimore 
that has meant helping stop evictions through 
organizing around the Emergency Rental Assis-
tance program as well as in one instance success-
fully persuading a District Court judge to not go 
through with an eviction.

Looking Back
How we 
responded...

What we are 
learning...
The political and economic system we are deal-
ing with - has made everything we need to live 
into something to profit off of. We see the cost of 
living has gone up for everything - food, housing, 
healthcare.. while our wages have stayed virtually 
the same for decades. Political leadership seem 
unwilling to deal with this survival crisis while 

March for Housing to protest the city’s plan to 
return people to congregate shelters, November 
21, 2020

Leadership Organizer Terrel Askew speaks out in 
front of city hall. 

Canvassing in Harlem Park in partnership with the 
MD Poor People’s Campaign



the wealthy literally raise the price for our survival - 
food, clothing, housing, healthcare, transportation - all 
becoming less affordable. 

In Baltimore that has meant decades of simply let-
ting slumlords run rampant without fear of being held 
accountable.  We see this very clearly in places like 
Knightsbridge Apartments where tenants, many of 
whom are senior citizens including people dependent 
on wheelchairs and walkers, have had to live without 
a working elevator for much of the past year or more. 
Tenants have fallen down the stairs or have to crawl 
down several flights simply to leave the building. What 
has Baltimore city government done? Virtually nothing. 
How many other buildings in the city and state are also 
in such disrepair that they are putting our lives at risk?

A tenant’s wheelchair stuck at the 
bottom of the stairs due to broken 
elevator. (Knightsbridge Apart-
ments)

Mold and water damage at 
Clarskview Apartments. 

We also have learned through our organizing that land-
lords and large property owners many of whom got 
bailed out at the beginning of COVID have at times 
refused to accept Emergency Rental Assistance money 
from tenants - instead preferring to evict, and raise the 
rent on future tenants. EVERY county in the United 
States has seen rents rise by as much as 20% since the 
pandemic began. 

Through our work with the Maryland Poor People’s 
Campaign we also saw in more conservative areas of 
the state that the moratorium wasn’t enforced. District 

Tenant delegation to property management 
offices to confront them about building 
neglect.

Tenants get meeting with Mt. Washington 
Property Group.



Court judges evicted hundreds of tenants despite the 
Federal and state moratoriums. One of the worst of-
fenders that we could see was the Hagerstown Housing 
Authority which over the last year had hundreds of 
cases brought before the courts to evict tenants in pub-
lic housing. The Poor People’s Campaign did outreach 
to some of these tenants and found that the Housing 
Authority fined and imposed costly fees to tenants for 
routine maintenance issues that tenants could not afford 
to pay. One tenant we met was given a 4 day notice 
before she and her daughter were to be evicted! Thank-
fully, we were able to gather enough support to prevent 
her eviction… but nobody should have to go through 
what she went through.

When the pandemic began we shifted gears to make 
sure our community had the resources they needed to 
minimize the risk of infection as well as address the 
growing hunger problem. We distributed Personal Pro-
tective Equipment (PPE) including hundreds of masks 
many made by volunteers, cleaning supplies and food. 
All told at our peak distribution we were delivering 
over 2,000 pounds of food each week. 

We also learned what our strategic partner, Put People 
First! PA was doing to address the crisis. They shared 
with us their Projects of Survival survey that we then 
adapted and used in our base building work across 
Maryland through the Poor People’s Campaign. This 
outreach identified immediate needs people had and 
became another way to learn how people were strug-
gling. We heard from people out of work because the 
pandemic shutdown their workplace, we heard from 
people only able to fill their gas tank up once a month, 
and another family who asked us for milk and clothes 
for their children.

In a recent United Workers’ political education session 
we reflected on the difference between our understand 
of Projects of Survival and what people have called 

Projects of Survival

Eviction notice from the Housing Authori-
ty in Hagerstown.

Packing food boxes in the office. Many 
hands make light work!

Some of the dedicated leaders behind the 
operation. 



Mutual Aid. We see that our work on Projects of Survival 
has its roots with the Black Panther Party and later the Na-
tional Union of the Homeless and Welfare Rights organizing 
that linked organizing for people’s survival with political 
education and protest rather than mere charity. We don’t see 
Projects of Survival as an end in itself but rather as a pow-
erful way to indict the political and economic system. For 
instance it was through our food distribution to tenants that 
we were able to connect and build relationships that we are 
now focused on addressing both fundamental needs and the 
political issue of a lack of accountability for these slumlords.

The Hope Garden based in Harlem Park hosted the Fall 
Festival in November. Despite the cold, wind and rain 
leaders from our community came out and shared food, 
sang movement songs and began planning for the next 
season. 

This year we ran a great arts program for kids run by 
United Workers leadership organizer Nadiyah Patterson 
and Ms. Vern Kimball. The kids designed and made a 
plaque for Fire Station Truck 10. They also made paint-
ings contrasting the current conditions of the community 
and what they wanted to see. They depicted vacant hous-
ing, the trash and illegal dumping, and community divi-
sions. What the kids wanted for the future was a vibrant 
Hope Garden filled with flowers, vegetables and commu-
nity gatherings. 

The kids also made terrariums - it is like an aquarium but 
for plants. They require just a little water. This was an 
experience where the kids learned about different types of 
plants, and designed their own unique mini habitats. 
The Hope Garden successfully harvested cucumbers, 
tomatoes, honeydew, lettuce, and kale. The kids also 
learned some natural ways to kill weeds using vinegar 
and baking soda!  We are continuing to learn the best way 
to grow certain vegetables and welcome any newcomers 
or experienced gardeners to join us for the next season in 
2022.

Hope Garden

Planting transplants in the garden beds.

Friday art class at Hope Garden. 



The United Workers has deepened its relationship with the Poor People’s Campaign. We see the 
work of uniting the poor and dispossessed across urban, suburban and rural areas as critical to 
building a large movement capable of ending the systemic injustices we face everyday. 

Here is more about the Poor People’s Campaign from their website: 

In 1968, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and many others called for a “revolution of values” 
in America. They sought to build a broad, fusion movement that could unite poor and impacted 
communities across the country. Their name was a direct cry from the underside of history: The 
Poor People’s Campaign. 

Today, the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival has picked up this 
unfinished work. From Alaska to Arkansas, the Bronx to the border, people are coming together 
to confront the interlocking evils of systemic racism, poverty, ecological devastation, militarism 
and the war economy, and the distorted moral narrative of religious nationalism. We under-
stand that as a nation we are at a critical juncture — that we need a movement that will shift the 
moral narrative, impact policies and elections at every level of government, and build lasting 
power for poor and impacted people.

In Maryland, United Workers organizers are playing a key role in developing and training vol-
unteer organizers to help build bases across the state. Through our leadership in the MD Poor 
Peoples’ Campaign Base Organizing Group, we are putting into service our decades of organiz-
ing experience to train regional leads and core groups throughout the state. We organize month-
ly workshops, retreats and organizing tool kits and other educational resources. 

We are excited to report at the end of 2021 that our movement is growing, we are seeing amaz-
ing leadership emerge in Southern Maryland, Central, Western and in counties like Montgomery 
and Prince George’s as well as Baltimore city. 

Over the next several months we will be orga-
nizing to bring thousands to Washington, D.C. 
for the Moral March on Washington and Low 
Wage Worker Assembly being organized by the 
Poor People’s Campaign for June 2022. 

Statewide Organizing and the Poor 
People’s Campaign



We are establishing the Maryland Campus of the University of 
the Poor to unite leaders across the state and connect to other 
struggles around the country and through the Poor Peoples’ 
Campaign. Over the past year an amazing group of leaders 
have gone through a course on how the poor have organized 
throughout history as well as learning from current struggles. 
This included a study of the Black Panther Party, the National 
Union of the Homeless and Dr. King’s Poor People’s Cam-
paign that he began in 1968 and that we have taken up in recent 
years. This group of leaders just completed a training course to 
be able to teach classes next year! 

The University of the 
Poor

Upcoming in 2022
Share Your Story! Video Testimony Day 

Wednesday, January 26th, time TBD

Throughout history, personal testimony has been a 
critical tool in the fight for justice. In the movement to 
end slavery, Frederick Douglass, a former slave turned 
fierce Abolitionist and writer, strategically wield his 
personal story to eviscerate the lies that helped to un-
phold the institution of slavery. In today’s movement 
to end poverty, we must also harness our personal 
story and the media of our times to expose the lie of 
scarcity, the lie that we are alone in our pain, the lie 
that we are to blame, and the lie that we cannot unite 
across difference to build a mass movement that will 
transform this nation from the bottom up!

Join us in a day of workshops where we will learn 
how to turn our personal experiences into powerful 
testimony as well as how to use digital and social 
media tools to amplify our voices. 



Phone: 443-560-2810

@unitedworkers

Email: info@unitedworkers.org


